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Multiple decisions in December and January in Chilean federal courts upheld indictments against
former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) for crimes committed during his rule, bringing
the possibility that he will be tried closer than ever. Shortly after the initial ruling making him liable
for prosecution, the former ruler was hospitalized for a stroke that his doctor characterized as the
worst that the 89-year-old Pinochet has yet suffered.
The Chilean government, meanwhile, approved pension packages for many torture victims of the
Pinochet regime.

Human rights indictments go ahead
A Dec. 13 decision by prosecuting Judge Juan Guzman charged Pinochet with the kidnapping and
murder of political opponents and ordered him to be put under house arrest. Earlier decisions in
2004 removed his immunity from prosecution and allowed for the ramping-up of judicial actions
against him (see NotiSur, 2004-06-18). Revelations from a US congressional investigation of the
general's alleged money laundering with Riggs Bank weakened support for Pinochet within Chile,
leading some former military allies to become silent (see NotiSur, 2004-07-23).
Guzman received the praise of human rights advocates in both Santiago and abroad, with photos
of relatives of the disappeared embracing him as the judge trod through the jungle of microphones
that grew around him after his decision. Judge Guzman rejected defense arguments that Pinochet
was unfit to stand trial in connection with an alleged homicide and nine alleged "persistent
kidnappings" or suspicious and permanent disappearances.
Prosecutors say the crimes occurred as part of a coordinated campaign by Pinochet and other
South American military strongmen to track down and eliminate leftist opponents as part of
Operation Condor (see NotiSur, 2000-07-07, 2001-06-01). Pinochet's lawyers termed Guzman's
finding "political persecution." Pablo Rodriguez, a member of the defense team, accused Guzman of
abusing Pinochet's human rights by making him stand trial "when he is not in a condition to defend
himself."
On Dec. 20 an appeals court unanimously upheld the indictment and house arrest of Gen. Pinochet,
rejecting the appeal to stop the case because of the former dictator's health. The appeal filed by
Pinochet's defense "has been unanimously rejected," Judge Juan Escobar said, prompting applause
and cheers among relatives of victims of the regime. The panel voted 3-0 to uphold Pinochet's
indictment and house arrest on the human rights charges.
The Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) upheld the indictment and house arrest order on Jan. 4. The
court's 3-2 vote set the stage for another legal battle stemming from Pinochet's 17-year rule. "The
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decision that has been appealed has been upheld," court secretary Carlos Meneses said. A small
group of Pinochet supporters were removed from the court by guards as they shouted slogans
interrupting Meneses' announcement, but the ruling prompted applause and cheers from gathered
relatives of victims of Pinochet's regime.
"We are happy, the entire world is happy," said Lorena Pizarro, president of an association of
relatives of those who were killed or disappeared during the Pinochet dictatorship (Agrupacion de
Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos, AFDD). "Pinochet cannot continue to live in impunity."
Many Latin American governments are emulating Chile's persistence in prosecuting Pinochet for
alleged human rights violations. Paraguay, Brazil, Argentina, Peru, Mexico, and Uruguay are all
investigating former dictators, military leaders, and internal-security personnel for similar offenses.
The mid-December finding that Pinochet is competent to stand trial followed examinations by
three medical experts and was based, according to Judge Guzman, on Pinochet's "coherence, his
understanding of questions, and answers that made sense." Even if Pinochet escapes trial for human
rights abuses, he will remain under investigation in Chile and the US for irregularities in secret bank
accounts he held in the Washington, DC-based Riggs Bank.
The US Senate Permanent Committee on Investigations published a report in July detailing money
laundering and alleging that Riggs personnel helped Pinochet hide between US$4 million and US
$8 million. Some Chilean news accounts put that figure at more than US$13 million. Word that
Pinochet kept secret Caribbean bank accounts in shell companies shocked conservative Chileans,
including many who had supported the general, who tend to value fiscal probity.
Documents obtained by the Senate investigative committee and recently publicized show that the
US and other foreign governments provided Pinochet with millions of dollars in "commissions"
during the 25 years he served as dictator and as post-dictatorship armed forces commander.
Riggs Bank records show Pinochet received US$3 million from the US in 1976, the year Operation
Condor allegedly was in full force. That year, former Chilean foreign minister Orlando Letelier and
his American assistant Ronni Moffitt were blown up in a car bombing in Washington, DC. Similar
attacks occurred against enemies of the Pinochet regime in Italy.
Other countries that reportedly paid Pinochet were Paraguay, Spain, Britain, Brazil, and China. The
Chilean Defense Ministry has questioned the authenticity of the documents before the US Senate
committee. Pinochet's wealth had been a taboo subject in Chile for nearly two decades. Allegations
surfaced that the general grew wealthy from a cut of Chilean arms exports.
Pinochet lives in the palatial La Dehesa estate at the foothills of the snow-capped Andes and spends
weekends in a sprawling coastal estate called Los Boldos. Many of Pinochet's former aides are now
distancing themselves from the former strongman. His first intelligence chief, Manuel Contreras,
granted a rare television interview in late August and said Pinochet should own up to his past.
Contreras has been convicted of human rights abuses (see NotiSur, 2003-03-07, 2003-04-25).
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Ex-dictator hospitalized for stroke after indictment
Pinochet was hospitalized after suffering a stroke Dec. 18, one day after the appeals court delayed
the decision on whether to uphold the indictment and house arrest on human rights charges.
Doctors say Pinochet has suffered several minor strokes since 1998. "Gen. Pinochet suffered
a new vascular brain accident with loss of consciousness," Santiago's Army Hospital said in a
communique. He had developed motion and neurological problems, "but he has stable vital signs,"
the hospital said.
Pinochet's spokesman, retired Gen. Guillermo Garin, said the former ruler was rushed to the
hospital after "he felt bad during breakfast as if he might faint, and doctors decided to take him
to the hospital." Pinochet's motorcade entered the hospital in the upscale Providencia district of
Santiago under heavy guard. Minutes later, his wife, Lucia Hiriart, and army commander Gen.
Emilio Cheyre also entered, along with several other Pinochet relatives. Pinochet had an unusually
active day the day prior to the stroke. He left his country residence at Los Boldos and traveled the 80
miles to Santiago, where he visited his office, saw his dentist, and later met with supporters. After a
hospital stay, the former general returned to his residence and remains there under house arrest. He
was offered the option of staying under arrest in the hospital as well.

Deteriorating health fails to prevent prosecution
As Pinochet loses former allies and supporters in the military, his last true ally in his efforts to
avoid prosecution for crimes against humanity and fiscal corruption may be his own failing health.
Diabetic and wheelchair-bound, doctors report that the former military man has mild (sub-cortical)
dementia and has suffered a number of strokes. He also has arthritis and uses a pacemaker.
Pinochet's health problems rescued him from trial three years ago on other charges.
Pinochet testified in September that the kidnappings, disappearances, and murders during
Operation Condor were, if true, carried out by those below his pay grade. As president of Chile,
he was not bothered by "the small stuff" such as political killings, he said, because he was focused
at the time on a potential border war with Argentina. Since his arrest in London in 1998 on an
extradition request by Spain, Pinochet's lawyers have insisted that he is too old and ill to stand trial.
Britain freed him in 2000 on health grounds, and the CSJ ruled the same in July 2002 (see NotiSur,
2002-07-12). Although the court held that Pinochet suffered from mild to moderate dementia, in late
2003 Pinochet appeared in a lengthy television interview with a Spanish-language television station
in Miami and displayed a sharp memory and wit. Guzman said that interview was a factor in his
judgment. Earlier in 2004, it was revealed that Pinochet still manages his overseas bank accounts,
seeming not to suffer from serious mental impairment.

Compensation for Pinochet victims approved
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The indictments against Pinochet come in a new atmosphere of national openness about the abuses
of the Cold War-era regime. President Ricardo Lagos recently released a report that described in
painful detail the tortures prisoners of the dictatorship suffered, although some activists complained
that there has not been adequate effort to prosecute the torturers who are still at large. Top military
officials also took institutional responsibility for the abuses committed in the 1970s and 1980s (see
NotiSur, 2004-11-19).
The report described the main torture methods used at 1,131 detention centers set up throughout
Chile after Pinochet seized power and the military cracked down on suspected dissidents. Methods
included beatings, electric shocks, sexual abuse, simulated firing squads, and forcing people to
watch relatives being tortured. In late November, the Chilean Congress overwhelmingly passed a
law granting money and other compensation to some 28,000 former political prisoners, most of them
victims of torture during the Pinochet dictatorship.
The legislation grants the victims a monthly pension of US$190, which is less than the minimum
monthly wage of US$230. President Lagos described the pension as "austere and symbolic." He had
previously expressed concerns about how pensions would affect the national budget (see NotiSur,
2004-11-19). The measure, which will cost an estimated US$70 million annually, also grants victims
and their families access to education, health, and housing benefits.
Lawmakers passed the bill after only two days of debate, and the vote came a day after Guzman
indicted Pinochet. Even right-wing legislators who supported Pinochet voted to approve the bill.
Only two senators, both retired military men, opposed. Left-wing legislators wanted higher benefits
but finally agreed to approve the government-proposed text. Some victims and relatives who sought
more benefits protested in the Senate chamber as the vote took place and were removed by police.

-- End --
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